How We Got Here: From Political Work to a Catalyst for Conversation
To explain why we would make the leap to off ering a quarter of our tickets for free, we need to take you on a brief walkthrough of our history.
When we founded the company in 2004, our mandate was to produce Canadian theatre that explored politically or socially ctr 167 summer 2016
Addressing the Cost Barrier

| FEATURES
Unlike traditional talkbacks with questions for the creative team, we wanted to develop a format where our audience members could talk directly to each other about the issues raised by our plays.
Ishan Davé in the English-language premiere of A Bomb in the Heart by Wajdi Mouawad, translated by Linda Gaboriau, set and projection design by T. Erin Gruber. Photo by Benjamin Laird, benjaminlairdphoto.com charged themes, a type of work that was rarely seen in Calgary at the time. After our fi rst few seasons of work, it was clear that our audiences were appreciative of the topical nature of our plays, but when it came to attracting new audience members, the word "political" seemed off -putting, conjuring up images of a lecture or an actor shouting through a megaphone. So, we removed the word "political" from our mandate. By that point, our programming had naturally moved away from plays that were provocative because they showed morally unjust situations to plays that provoked discussion because the issues shown were complex and morally ambiguous. We were also shifting our programming away from existing socially engaged Canadian plays toward developing new work, particularly with our resident Creation Ensemble, which spoke directly to questions relevant to Calgarians.
We realized that we were talking a lot about provoking dialogue with our work but weren't providing any space for people to actually talk to each other. In our 2011-12 season, we decided to experiment with hosting post-performance conversations after every single performance. Unlike traditional talkbacks with questions for the creative team, we wanted to develop a format where our audience members could talk directly to each other about the issues raised by our plays. We suggested a few questions to kick things off , then fi gured we'd do our best to create a safe space for people to express their reactions to the show.
During our very fi rst post-show conversation following a performance of Drew Hayden Taylor's In a World Created by a Drunken God, an audience member expressed an opinion about the Indigenous character's controversial choice at the end of the play. Th en a young Indigenous woman immediately jumped in with "I completely disagree," before articulating her own opinion. Th e conversation was electric, with audience members off ering their specifi c perspectives about a large range of issues using the shared experience of watching the play as a starting point. We were heartened to see that our audience felt comfortable enough to disagree with each other while keeping the conversation respectful and productive.
Th is small experiment not only inspired us to change our mandate to emphasize creating conversation but also caused ripple To ignite truly challenging and productive conversation in our city, we need to make sure that we're engaging an audience that refl ects the demographic diversity of our city in all senses.
eff ects on every aspect of our work. We started to move toward creating deliberate opportunities for social bridging: bringing together Calgarians who may not have otherwise crossed paths to share their ideas and perspectives. Our artistic work is still at the centre, providing an empathetic experience of a diffi cult topic and a useful touchpoint for productive dialogue, but our intentions and impact go beyond the play itself.
Four seasons later, we are still experimenting with new ways to host these conversations, but we have experienced other dynamic interactions, including a passionate discussion about education between seniors and students, as well as thoughtful engagements around land rights between ranchers and oil and gas workers.
Getting a Clearer Picture: A Diverse City vs. Homogenous Theatre Audiences
So what does that diversity look like? We started our research by checking our assumptions against available statistics. A few highlights: Calgary has a very young median age compared to the rest of the country (Statistics Canada, "Census"). Nearly 30 per cent of the population identify as visible minorities (Statistics Canada, "Visible minority population"), with this fi gure projected to rise to nearly 40 per cent by 2031 (Statistics Canada, "Projections"). Nearly 14 per cent of Albertans live with some form of disability (Statistics Canada, "A Profi le"). Finally, Calgary has the highest median income of any city in Canada (Statistics Canada, "Median Total Income") but is also considered Canada's most unequal city by the Parkland Institute (Parkland Institute).
As we all know by now, theatre audiences in Canada tend to skew much, much older and much, much whiter than the general population (Hill Strategies Research). At Downstage, we've been moving toward greater diversity, but our audiences don't look that much diff erent than the nationwide trends. Most strikingly, we found that income seems to matter a lot, with Hill Strategies' report Factors in Canadians' Arts Attendance noting that "household income was found to be the most signifi cant demographic factor in theatre attendance" (23). Of course, just because those with higher incomes are more likely to see plays, it doesn't necessarily follow that cost is the main reason people with lower incomes are less likely to see plays.
A selection of audience post-it notes from the run of My Family and Other Endangered Species.
Photo by Downstage
Investigating Barriers to Attendance: Not Just a Question of Money Based on our past experience, we're pretty sure that there are more people in our city that would attend our work and fi nd it relevant to their lives if certain barriers were removed. With that in mind, we've spent several seasons looking at what obstacles might keep interested audience members from the theatre.
We looked at best practices and research from other cities but knew we would learn the most talking directly to Calgarians. In our 2013-14 season, we hosted focus groups after several performances of Wajdi Mouawad's A Bomb in the Heart with fi rst-time or infrequent attenders who we connected with through several community partners, including immigrant service agencies. Our participants overwhelmingly spoke about three main barriers: time, location, and cost.
Our typical start time of 8:00 p.m. was generally agreed to be quite late, particularly for people with early starts at work or school, or a long transit commute after a show. In response, we've shifted all our evening shows to 7:30 p.m. and we are piloting a 6:30 p.m. stay-after-work performance this season.
We know we want to go further toward creating socialbridging opportunities that will foster a greater sense of community cohesion. But to ignite truly challenging and productive conversation in our city, we need to make sure that we're engaging an audience that refl ects the demographic diversity of our city in all senses (a commitment we have also made for our programming). ctr 167 summer 2016
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Th e downtown location of most theatres in our sprawling city also came up often. We've been experimenting with a few ways to address this barrier: our original show Good Fences tours to rural and suburban community centres, and our production of Jordan Tannahill's rihannaboi95 is performed live and livestreamed online. We're a resident company of Arts Commons in the city's core and will keep a downtown presence, but we are now actively looking for ways to take work to less-served areas of the city.
Cost: A Many-Faceted Barrier
Cost was an issue that came up again and again. Th is wasn't surprising to us after our initial research, but what was interesting was that it was expressed in three unique ways.
First was the assumed cost : a night out at the theatre is seen as expensive and elite. Our typical ticket prices max out at $25, but the common idea (in part due to advertising campaigns of larger companies or touring shows) is that a ticket would be in the neighbourhood of $100. We learned that some people who would be interested in our work may never look into attending one of our productions because they had already assumed the cost was way out of reach.
Th e second expression of this barrier was investment risk , as articulated by a hyper-smart high school student in one of our focus groups. If you've never seen a play and don't know what to expect, or worse, have only ever seen deadly dull theatre that has no relevance to your life, why would you risk wasting money on an experience you're not likely to enjoy?
Th e third aspect of this barrier is the real cost . With one in ten Calgarians currently living in poverty (United Way Calgary and Area) and many others on the edge -a situation exacerbated by our current economic slump-even deeply discounted tickets are unaff ordable for many.
After these illuminating conversations, we knew we needed to make a bold shift to a new model to ensure access for all. Th is approach needed to address all three facets of the cost barrier. We also wanted to make sure that our program didn't require any of the following elements: insider knowledge to score free or discounted tickets, restrictions for special groups, or a lengthy or humiliating process to prove fi nancial need.
Mixed Blood: Inspiration for a New Model
When considering this potential new model, we drew inspiration from Mixed Blood Th eatre in Minneapolis, an organization that has done incredible work to address a number of diff erent barriers to attendance. Th eir Radical Hospitality program, introduced in 2011, provides no-cost access to all productions for any audience member and has already led to a signifi cant diversifi cation of their audience (including drawing in higher numbers of people under 30, people of colour, people living on low incomes, and those attending a play for the fi rst time) as well as a general increase in attendance and new donations (Kapil) . Th ey were very generous in describing the program to us, as well as highlighting the importance of developing community relationships and articulating value. Th ere are a number of excellent articles about their work in this area that we encourage you to check out! Pay-It-Forward: The Nuts and Bolts
All of this brought us to creating the Pay-It-Forward Program, which we'll be piloting during our upcoming world premiere run of Benefi t by Albertan playwright Matthew MacKenzie in April 2016. Here's what it will look like in its fi rst year:
• You can secure a seat in advance for $25. 75 per cent of all tickets will be available this way. We got rid of all student, senior, group, and other special discounts to simplify the ticketing process.
• Starting an hour and a half before the show time, 25 per cent of tickets will be available at no cost. We will give them out on a fi rst-come, fi rst-served basis in exchange for basic contact information to allow us to send audience members a survey to measure the impacts of the program (more on this later). As with Mixed Blood's Radical Hospitality, we've decided to have no fi nancial transactions at the box offi ce before the show, so if you want a ticket and there's one available, you can have it for free. Th at way, there is no distinction drawn between paying audience members and those accessing tickets through Pay-It-Forward.
• Th ere is no need to prove fi nancial need, and in fact, you are welcome to use the program even if you could easily aff ord a ticket. In this case, we hope the program will address the barrier of investment risk by working as a try-now, pay-later proposition. 
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• If (and only if!) you enjoy the experience, you are invited to "pay-it-forward" by spreading the word to others and/or by making a donation of any amount to allow others to access tickets through the program. We are still working on how to position these options as equally valuable contributions so it's clear that there's no obligation to make a donation.
The Long Game: Challenges and Assessment
We know that simply making tickets free doesn't make them magically accessible to all. A signifi cant part of this experiment will require engaging with diff erent community groups to issue invitations to Calgarians who may be interested in the opportunity, as well as continuing our parallel work to reduce the barriers of start time and location. We know that dispelling the ideas that theatre is elite and out-of-reach, or not relevant to people's daily lives, will take lots of sustained work over the years to come. In the future, we're also planning to address more complex barriers such as childcare. Since our 2013-14 season, we've been using an Intrinsic Impact survey developed by WolfBrown to get a sense of our audience and the impacts of our work. Th is tool will also be very useful in measuring the success and shortfalls of the Pay-It-Forward pilot as we can assess whether the program is attracting people who wouldn't otherwise attend our work, whether they are fi nding our plays enjoyable and relevant, and what eff ects the program is having ctr 167 summer 2016
Addressing the Cost Barrier | FEATURES on the overall diversity of our audience. We know there will definitely be lots to learn and tweak after Pay-It-Forward is launched.
We're very fortunate to be embarking on this experiment from a strong fi nancial situation. Th e idea of making theatre accessible for all has really resonated with our supporters. We've already raised over $10,000 through gifts both large and small from a number of individual donors; these funds will off set the costs of this pilot so that all donations made through Pay-It-Forward during the run of Benefi t will go toward continuing the program in future seasons. Our ultimate goal is to reach a fi fty-fi fty split of no-cost to paid tickets, but with some programming, it may scale even higher.
We're excited about this experiment's potential to reframe the relationship between our company and our audience, both in terms of the fi nancial relationship and how we are engaging with new audience members. We look forward to sharing what we learn in the coming months and hope that our experience is as valuable to other theatre companies as Mixed Blood's example was to us. Here's hoping this is a signifi cant step toward allowing new people to access our work and participate in the conversations it inspires.
